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“Leaving the shape of 
buildings and the quality 
of their design to one side, 
over and above the critical 
performance of certain voices, 
all architectural innovation 
has always been preceded by 
a crisis of authorship.”
Authorship: Euphoria and Fall 
Not so long ago, under three years, the media were 
still celebrating auteur projects as an irrefutably 
positive phenomenon. Thus, a writer on El Punt 
newspaper staff announced that the future users 
of Barcelona’s new L9 underground line, besides 
travelling from one place to another, would be able 
to ‘journey through the various architectural proj-
ects’ by prestigious studios such as Jordi Garcés, 
Alfons Soldevila, Toyo Ito or Oriol Bohigas.1 The 
fact that these spaces should reveal the personality 
and character of their makers to users of the un-
derground didn’t seem to bother the writer. When 
‘auteur architecture’ focused on protected housing 
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1 Paula Mercader, ‘Estacions de marca,’ El Punt (29.03.2010).
2 Javier Mazorra, ‘La mejor arquitectura de “andar por casa” 
se construye en Madrid,’ El Mundo (6 May 2009). It is 
worthwhile to reproduce a passage: ‘Without Madrilenians 
having noticed, their city has become one of the favourite 
destinations of this new type of traveller in search of auteur 
architecture. They come looking for works by Herzog & De 
Meuron … Richard Rogers … Norman Foster … Cesar Pelli … 
Dominique Perrault … Jean Nouvel … Yet perhaps the most 
interesting thing going on in the capital is the new social 
housing ... Perhaps because of this absence of information 
(many residents are completely unaware that they have 
the privilege of owning works of huge architectural 
interest), we find increasing signs of a lack of respect 
for the designs by these architects. Terraces are being 
closed, joinery and carpentry of windows are being 
changed, railings are being introduced and buildings are 
otherwise being tampered with.’
3 Roberta Bosco, ‘Venecia rompe con la arquitectura 
espectáculo,’ El País (27.08.2012). We reproduce 
an excerpt: ‘To think of another future that is more 
respectful of the environment and context is suggested 
by the architects at OMA, the studio founded by Rem 
Koolhaas and which is represented at the Biennale in 
a show directed by Reinier de Graaf that defends the 
anonymous architects who made public works in five 
and the ‘personality’ of MVRDV, FOA or Mendes 
da Rocha—to quote three cases—clashed with the 
‘personality’ of users, the euphoria was so great that 
one journalist had no qualms in saying that it was 
the inhabitants of these buildings who needed edu-
cating. It was important to preserve the integrity of 
irrevocable designs. Auteur architecture was also an 
important touristic strategy.2
The deadlock of the crisis and a number of other 
factors have changed people’s perception of auteur 
architecture. It is significant that at the 2012 Venice 
Biennale a studio such as OMA should have linked 
the anonymity of authorship to a future that shows 
more respect for the environment and context.3 
This article proposes a reflection on the discredit of the idea 
of ‘auteur project’ that in principle seems to be due to two 
causes: on the one hand, to the excesses of so-called ‘star 
architects’ and, on the other, to a particularly severe crisis in 
the construction sector that has led to the redefinition of the 
profession. If we assume that the word ‘architecture’ itself 
includes a reference to authorship, we may understand ‘auteur 
projects’ as a redundancy that conceals a change in the ways 
of creating and understanding design projects. In this sense, 
the disappearance of the client leads to the appearance of 
the author as a branding strategy of the large design and 
architecture corporations. 
Authorship
Architecture
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However, the same media that now and then still 
dedicate panegyrics to the last Pritzker Prize insist 
on the need of ‘diluting authorship’ as a previous, 
perhaps indispensable condition for a new archi-
tecture.4 The collective spirit pervades all those dis-
courses that intend to be minimally innovative.
Leaving the shape of buildings and the quality 
of their design to one side, over and above the crit-
ical performance of certain voices, all architectural 
innovation has always been preceded by a crisis of 
authorship. In the nineteen twenties, the reformu-
lation of architecture already tried to rationalise 
all design decisions. The use of machines, prefabri-
cated structures, serialisation, hygiene, exposure to 
the sun and the economy appeared to be conclusive 
enough reasons for the author’s subjectivity to take 
a step back. Paradoxically, besides the discourses of 
their authors, those buildings of the modern move-
ment that history has established as canonical do 
not seem to have been generated from rational pre-
cepts alone. Contrarily, other proposals more con-
sistent with rationalist discourse (Walter Gropius’s 
Siedlung in Törten is one of the most obvious ex-
amples) have ended up highlighting the limits of 
Functionalism.
A second and particularly intense episode in the 
crisis of authorship is from the sixties. On the one 
hand there was a renewed interest in those construc-
tions in which neither architecture nor industry play 
a part. While it is true that many architects of the 
modern movement had already centred part of the 
debate on vernacular traditions in the thirties, in 
the sixties the publication of a book such as Archi-
tecture without Architects (Bernard Rudofsky, 1964), 
besides focusing on popular building, brought cul-
tures and periods far removed from the Western 
canon to light. It didn’t just seek a local-popular ref-
erence as a visual integration strategy but it intro-
duced a genuine notion of alterity that challenged 
the supposedly universal and objective values of the 
modern movement. Diametrically opposed to the 
architecture presented by Rudofsky, though with 
similar effects as regards the consideration of the 
author, a group of architects emerged from a realm 
we could call ‘proto-digital’5 who, rather than take 
decisions on form, suggested subordinating author-
ship to the establishment of protocols and strategies 
that would generate an architecture more open, au-
tonomous and above all more adapted to the partic-
ipation of users. Cedric Price, with projects such as 
Fun Palace (London, 1961-1972), was perhaps one of 
the most relevant.
The present practical and theoretical crisis of au-
thorship we have been suffering since the late nine-
ties could be an opportunity to rebuild an exhausted 
discourse. We mentioned earlier the participation 
of OMA in the 2012 Venice Biennale. The recent 
declarations by Rem Koolhaas, curator of the 2014 
Biennale, couldn’t be more explicit: ‘This time we’ll 
speak of architecture, not of architects.’6
highest authority in the work process, he is the au-
thor of the work; in other words, architecture only 
exists when there is an author who controls and 
shapes the work process. Taking this as a starting 
point, reducing designs to a combination of prefab-
ricated materials doesn’t imply giving up author-
ship, just as assigning part of the outcome to users 
doesn’t, if we understand that they form a part of 
this work process. Unlike terms such as ‘construc-
tion’ or ‘building’, the word architecture always 
implies the presence of an author, which should be 
understood in the broadest sense. At a time such as 
the present, which is full of collective proposals and 
participatory systems, it is important to insist on the 
idea that also in its origin, architecture understood 
as the project controlled by the ‘chief worker’ is an 
open practice based on participation. Beyond the 
etymology, we should ask ourselves why we need to 
qualify a name with what the name itself includes.
The Diagram by Charles Eames
In 1969 Charles Eames presented an interesting 
diagram on design that strove to clarify the limits 
of the author. In the English-speaking world, the 
word design is more frequent and may include ar-
chitecture. Special emphasis is placed on the mo-
ment prior to the actual construction, the design, 
when the differences between designing a chair, a 
building or a poster seem secondary; the moment 
when what will be is drawn.8 In the case of Ray and 
Charles Eames, architects or designers, it is impor-
tant to insist on the fact that the drawing isn’t a 
prior condition for the materialisation of the idea. 
Indeed, if they belong to the modern tradition this is 
because of the interest in introducing new industrial 
materials and above all in applying new production 
processes to the domestic sphere. One of the first 
renowned works by Charles Eames, the lightweight 
splints designed for the United States army during 
World War Two, isn’t defined by drawing but by the 
plywood that adapts to the body.
Architecture in the Beginning
As is known, the word ‘architect’, from the Latin 
architectus, derives from the Greek contraction 
arkhitéktōn, which we could translate as ‘the first 
of the builders’.7 So, the etymological origin of the 
term doesn’t refer us to a practice or discipline but 
to a labour relationship in a work process. Bearing 
in mind that ‘architecture’ stems from ‘architect’, a 
first comment is that the architect isn’t the one who 
makes architecture, but rather the term ‘architec-
ture’ is applied to what is produced by a team under 
the authority of the architect (the chief worker). The 
nuance is interesting: if architecture gave its name 
to its maker, it would be a closed practice. Insofar 
as the architect or ‘chief worker’ gives name to all 
that the work he supervises generates, architecture 
appears as a much more open practice that can com-
prise anything from the making of a curtain to the 
building of a bridge.
The second term in our title, auteur (thirteenth 
century), has the same root as ‘authority’ (four-
teenth century). The two words stem from the Latin: 
auctor,-oris and auctoritas, -atis, and both terms are 
formed from the root aug, in other words, ‘augment’. 
So if we forget the romantic overtones that the word 
‘author’ acquired over the course of the nineteenth 
century and which it still preserves for many, the 
author isn’t he who has an intimate and subjective 
relationship with his work but he who has the great-
est authority in the work process that he controls.
To return to the etymological origin of ‘archi-
tect’, we could close the circle by saying that as the 
European countries in the late sixties. “In many cases 
they are masterpieces that are allowed to collapse 
because they are not attributed to any famous studio,” 
says one of the curators.’ See the brief and interesting 
video posted on Dezeen magazine with statements by 
Reinier de Graaf [online]. [Accessed: 30 August 2014].
Available at: http://bit.ly/1xzWw74. 
4 Josep Maria Montaner, ‘Colectivos de arquitectos,’ El País 
(07 February 2013).
5 Lluís Ortega, 'Digitalization takes command II'. TDR (Tesis 
Doctorales en Red), pp. 106-108.
1 Cedric Price, Fun Palace, 1961-1972.
6 Oliver Wainwright, ‘Rem Koolhaas’s Venice Biennale will 
“be about architecture, not architects”.’ Architecture and 
design blog with Oliver Wainright, The Guardian, 12 March 
2014. (Accessed 30. August 2014). Available at http://www.
theguardian.com/artanddesign/architecture-design-blog. 
We quote a fragment of Koolhaas’s statements: ‘This time it 
will be about architecture, not architects ... I have been asked 
to direct it a number of times before, but I held out for two 
conditions: that I have a year and a half to plan it, and that I 
can sever all connections with contemporary architecture—
which is not in particularly good health’.
7 In Catalan, the word arquitectura is documented since 1653, and 
derives from the Latin architectura. On the other hand, the word 
arquitecte first appears long before then, in the fifteenth century, 
from the Latin architectus, which in its turn comes from the Greek 
arkhitéktōn, a contraction of the terms árkhō (the first, the chief) 
and téktōn (builder). Gran Diccionari de la Llengua Catalana 
[online]. Grup Enciclopèdia Catalana, Barcelona [Accessed: 
30 August 2014]. Available at: http://www.diccionari.cat/
lexicx.jsp?GECART=0011981 i http://www.diccionari.cat/lexicx.
jsp?GECART=0011986
8 Design understood in this way appears to be a more modern 
term. Some languages such as English, Spanish or Catalan turn 
to the Italian disegno to introduce the respective design, diseñar, 
dissenyar and establish differences with the word they already 
used (to draw, dibujar, dibuixar). Others, such as French, resort to 
polysemy (dessin, dessiner).
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To return to the diagram, we see that in the 
Eameses’ house the designer is also the client and 
user. If we consider that the programme of John 
Entenza’s Case Study Houses intends to bring an 
improvement to American society understood as a 
whole, we could even understand that the designer 
is also this society ‘understood as a whole’. So, in 
the case of CSH 8, the designer works with ‘convic-
tion and enthusiasm’ for the three areas of interest. 
Satisfying one will always mean satisfying all three.
The Author as a Need
Over and above the unique case of CSH 8, where 
Charles Eames’s diagram deserves to be updated is 
in the ambiguity defining each of the three areas. 
It is obvious that client and user are increasingly 
separate entities; that the one can no longer appear 
in representation of the other; even more obvious, 
particularly in 1969, is the fact that society has many 
and often divergent interests.9 
Yet it is when the diagram places the interests of 
the author on the same level as those of the client 
and of society (otherwise there would be no inter-
section) that it seems to be less effective. At the end 
of the day, the designer isn’t just another factor but 
is the person responsible for organising the various 
factors. He operates at another level, transforming 
terials, processes and logic in the domestic sphere. 
After World War Two seemed the most appropriate 
moment. A great part of the war industry would be 
reconverted into retail and consumer industry. In 
the United States, consumption would transform 
territory and habits, turning into an identity trait 
more than ten years before it did so in Europe, still 
undergoing reconstruction. John Entenza’s interest 
in introducing a ‘modern quality architecture’ in 
the States was translated into the Case Study Houses 
(CSH) programme. Begun in 1945 and focused in 
California, the programme lasted until 1962. En-
tenza surrounded himself by a number of archi-
tects ready to experiment with the technology and 
design of American homes. One of the key points 
was the list of talents involved in the programme: 
Neutra, Koenig, Ellwood, Soriano, Saarinen or the 
Eameses. In many cases, they were commissions 
that had neither clients nor sites. CSH 1 by Ralph 
Davidson wasn’t built until three years after the 
project was published, and then in a different place 
to that initially foreseen. In other cases, such as the 
spectacular CSH 22 (1959-1960) by Pierre Koenig, 
a provisional domesticity was faked for photogra-
phers in a still unfinished work as a result of the 
urgency to publish. CSH 8, originally designed 
by Charles Eames and Eero Saarinen, welcomed 
the house and studio of Charles and Ray Eames.
According to Eames’s diagram, three areas of 
interest converge in the design process: that of the 
client, that of the designer and that of society as a 
whole. It is at the intersection of these three areas 
where the designer can work with ‘conviction and 
enthusiasm’. Starting from this blueprint, the ques-
tion of the ‘author’ turns into a question on the fact 
of overstepping the mark.
So, from the diagram, it is appropriate to think 
that authorship acquires special significance when 
the designer exceeds the limits of the area where the 
three interests overlap and, furthermore, he does so 
from within the area of his own interests. In other 
words, the author is particularly visible when the 
process neglects the client’s interests, those of so-
ciety as a whole, or both at once. Charles Eames is 
clever enough to point out that none of the areas is 
static. Both the interests of the designer and those 
of the client or of society change over the course of 
time. Nonetheless, it is funny that one of his most 
famous works, Case Study House No. 8 (1949), 
should enable us to challenge the diagram that he 
himself would draw twenty years later. It is worth-
while to mention, albeit briefly, the context of the 
project.
Like the Eameses, John Entenza, editor of Arts 
& Architecture Magazine between 1940 and 1962, 
was also interested in introducing industrial ma-
the constraints into solutions to problems, acting as 
an information manager, bringing to light combi-
nations, relations and connections that previously 
went unnoticed. Instead of standing within his own 
defined sphere, he is the point where everything in-
tersects.
Rather than definite regions, the other inter-
ests are a swarm of notions; endless, like the world 
surrounding the design; potential agents filtered 
by the author (‘place’ or ‘user’, for instance); never 
specific concepts acting on the designer, but pas-
sive entities forming part of an indiscernible whole. 
To detect and choose them, thus separating them 
from others, means to transform them into active 
agents. The specificity of each design is the number 
and the kind of notions detected. An illustrative 
example can be found in the Villa Verde develop-
ment in Constitución (Chile, 2010) by the Elemental 
collective.10 At first glance, the determining factors 
of this development are not too different to those of 
Gropius’s Siedlung in Törten (prefabricated blocks, 
rows of single-family homes, etc.), although there 
is one specific agent involved: the user’s will to take 
possession of design in symbolic terms as well. Thus, 
the fact of designing the unfinished house enables its 
inhabitants to complete it. In actual fact, the agent 
we have called ‘the user’s will to take possession of 
design in symbolic terms as well’ is not just a re-
sponse to Gropius’s prefabricated constructions, it is 
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1 Julius Shulman photographing the Case Study House 22 by 
Pierre Koenig, Los Angeles, 1959-1960.
9 Suffice it to think of the greatest misfortunes suffered 
by the United States in the sixties: 1959, the outbreak of 
the Vietnam War (that would last until 1975); 1963, the 
assassination of John F. Kennedy; 1965, the assassination of 
Malcolm X; 1968, the assassinations of Martin Luther King 
and Robert F. Kennedy. To this we should add the racial 
disturbances in the main American cities: 1964, Harlem 
(New York); 1965, Watts (Los Angeles); 1967, Detroit; 
1968, West Side (Chicago), etc. The founding of the Black 
Panther Party in 1966. Outside the ghetto: the burning of 
American flags and of military records, the emergence of 
counterculture and the dawn of flower power. The second 
half of the decade also witnessed the proliferation of sects: 
in 1969 Charles Manson and his female followers murdered 
Sharon Tate in Hollywood, not too far from Charles Eames’s 
CSH 8. In short, in 1969 it is difficult to imagine the interests 
of society as a whole.
10 As well as on the collective’s website (http://bit.
ly/1ks6D5K), the design is particularly well published in 
ArchDaily México [online]. [Accessed: 30 August 2014]. 
Available at: http://bit.ly/1mWDv6R.
3 Charles Eames, Diagram, 1969. 
Text: ‘1. If this area represents 
the interests and concerns of the 
design studio, 2. and this area 
represents the genuine interests 
of the client, 3. and this one 
represents those of society as 
a whole …’. The intersection of 
these three areas is marked as: ‘4. 
then this area of superimposed 
interests and concerns is where 
the designer can work with 
conviction and enthusiasm’. The 
diagram includes interesting 
notes: ‘Note: These areas are not 
static: they grow and develop, 
according to how they influence 
one another. Note: If more 
than one client is added to the 
model, the relationship evolves 
in a positive and constructive 
fashion’. © Eames Office, LLC 
(eamesoffice.com).
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thorship wouldn’t be revealed through excess but 
through shortage.
We can illustrate what we are saying with a won-
derful photograph by Walter Peterhans, one of the 
students’ dormitories at the ADGB trade union 
school at Bernau designed by Hannes Meyer. The 
backlit photograph enables us to press the sense 
of the image: through the window we see nothing, 
just a white patch that devours even mullions and 
beams. The excess light is translated into an opac-
ity that conceals landscape. Design has detected and 
activated notions such as technique, economy, and 
exposure to the sun; it hasn’t detected environment, 
neighbours or landscape, though it possibly has de-
tected geology, which is closely linked to structure. 
The subjectivity of design isn’t expressed in capri-
cious forms but in the way of choosing agents. The 
cell receives sunlight, but has no surroundings. It is 
bright, but it doesn’t belong anywhere. It’s a utopia.
also a response to the banality with which Venturi 
called for variety in design,11 trusting in the author’s 
ability to create a false complexity starting from per-
sonal references.
Even though the designer is the point where the 
notions he himself detects are filtered, it would be a 
mistake to simplify the design process and believe 
that the author is a filter that only absorbs deter-
mining factors to which he responds through form. 
Apart from the fact that detecting a design agent 
already entails a response, when designers make 
proposals, what they throw at reality enables them 
to detect new notions. Feedback is continuous and 
only determining factors that are foreign to the de-
sign process (such as delivering the basic project to 
the client) divide up a process that is actually never 
ending. What we often call ‘consistency’ is indeed 
the evidence of this continuous feedback between 
the author and the world, which can be divided up 
into terms of work but not in terms of research. 
Insofar as the author is he who detects and man-
ages the determining factors of the design, a hypo-
thetically perfect design would include all necessary 
notions, in which case the author would disappear. 
Fortunately, this isn’t possible. Society is diverse and 
notions that are fundamental for some are trivial for 
others. Moreover, very often the notion that benefits 
some (cutting costs) is harmful to others (poorly in-
sulated homes). In any event, and building on this, 
in a hypothetically perfect world devoid of conflict, 
the author would appear in the case of flagrant in-
attentiveness to certain notions. In this sense, au-
Authorship as Branding
Authors’ designs are often associated with disin-
terest in place. We have previously referred to the 
words of Reinier Graaf:12 it is customary to estab-
lish direct connections between the anonymity of 
architects and respect for the environment. This is 
probably one of the most unjustified stereotypes on 
authorship, at least in statistic terms. Who is José 
Gómez Sánchez? Or Lorenzo Montón Mayer? Or 
Emilio Dahl Sáenz de Santamaría and María del 
Mar Conejero Espí? If it weren’t for books such as the 
one by Julia Schulz-Dornburg, we’d have no idea.13 
The quality of their work has never placed them in 
the limelight. They are ‘anonymous authors’, and yet 
some of their projects are truly natural catastrophes. 
The volume of work produced and the sheer size of a 
list that comprises many more than the four names 
mentioned make them even more dangerous. Anon-
ymous authors like these have designed ghost devel-
opments for 141,576 inhabitants of two towns with 
populations that do not add up to 14,000 between 
them. Anonymous authors like these have designed 
a ski centre where it doesn’t snow or a golf course 
where it doesn’t rain. It is in anonymity where their 
crimes go unpunished.
Perhaps the cliché that links auteur designs and 
disdain for place is marked by branding that influ-
ences all discourses and reduces them to a pretext. 
Even those authors who have developed a profile of 
their own starting from their relationship with their 
surroundings, such as Peter Zumthor or Enric Mi-
ralles (to quote but two), have ended up having prob-
lems with certain sectors that stand up, right or not, 
as champions of the local.14
One paradox of the last twenty years is that those 
studios that as a result of the volume of work they 
have been commissioned have ended up becoming 
huge corporate structures are precisely the most vis-
ible examples of auteur architecture. But how many 
people work in the company run by Norman Fos-
ter? How much of the Ateliers Jean Nouvel company 
actually belongs to Jean Nouvel? In many cases the 
identification between a company and the name of 
its founder is more a question of keeping a high pro-
file and market niche than the romantic notion of an 
architect closely linked to his work. In such cases, 
over and above being the ‘chief worker’, the architect 
is the corporate image of the company, the human 
allegory of a faceless structure. Regarding the pre-
sumed decline in quality of architecture as a result 
of the proliferation of important firms, we should 
ask ourselves how many people were employed at 
Hardouin-Mansart’s atelier, or how many work-
ers were supervised by Brunelleschi, or even how 
many of Rubens’s brushstrokes are there in Rubens’s 
paintings. Perhaps the answer lies in the author. 
While there have always been some artists who have 
steered their own course, the truth is that the soli-
tary creator doesn’t acquire historical meaning until 
the Romantic reaction against the standardisation 
introduced by machines. Paradoxically, many mem-
bers of the first generation of artists in the Modern 
Movement, who accepted machines and gleaned 
unprecedented formal meaning from them, con-
tinued to work in nineteenth-century fashion. Be-
yond what they say, the writings of masters such as 
Wright or Le Corbusier evoke the belligerence of the 
Romantics of 1830 and the qualities of seers that fig-
ures like Rimbaud attribute to poets. In this sense, 
the twentieth century began in the sixties. The new 
commercial environment shaped by consumption, 
the fascination with megastructures, aggregative 
and combinatorial systems as new design strategies, 
the use of images (instead of plans) as a new way 
of thinking and explaining architecture, the refor-
mulation of users in retroactive terms and so many 
12 See note 3.
13 Julia Schulz-Dornburg, Ruinas modernas, una topografía 
del lucro, Àmbit Serveis Editorials, Barcelona, 2012.
14  In the case of Zumthor’s tower for Isny, 72% of residents 
voted against the project, most of them on financial 
grounds. See G. Hevia García, ¿No a la Arquitectura 
de Autor? [online]. Plataforma arquitectura, 2012. 
[Accessed: 30 August 2014]. Available at: http://www.
plataformaarquitectura.cl/2012/02/27/editorial-no-a-la-
arquitectura-de-autor/.11 Robert Venturi, Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture, 
The Museum of Modern Art Press, New York, 1966. 
1 Alejandro Aravena | ELEMENTAL, Two pictures of the Villa 
Verde development in Constitución (Chile), built in 2010: before 
and after the intervention of its inhabitants. The design reserves 
a space for uncertainty. Photo: Cristián Martinez.
Ramon Faura Coll   Auteur architecture? Yes, of course
5 Hannes Meyer, Dormitory at the ADGB trade union school at 
Bernau (Germany), built between 1928 and 1930. Photo: Walter 
Peterhans. 
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other things change designers’ relationships with 
their work. But what will definitely turn the trade 
into a profession is communication understood in 
the most polysemic sense of the word. Bernini took 
three months to travel from Rome to Paris; Renzo 
Piano arrived in two hours.
The disappearance of the author as understood 
by some modern movements explains the commer-
cial and media success of a tautology such as auteur 
architecture. We add auteur because the word archi-
tecture has ceased to include his presence.
Questions on Authors Are Questions 
on Clients
The digital revolution, globalisation, the energy de-
bate and the crisis of authorship in all fields have 
transformed the image of architects that had already 
begun to change, at least on an international level, 
in the sixties. To speak of auteur designs today is not 
just to point to their extinction but, as we were say-
ing earlier, implies making the author a part of the 
branding of the company bearing his name. Casa 
Tarradellas’ pizzas are as handmade as an AEG 
washing machine. To anthropomorphise products 
is a particularly effective commercial strategy. It is 
precisely the size of these business structures now 
producing auteur designs that ensures the media 
coverage they obtain through their press depart-
ments presents the author’s personality as the basis 
of their corporate image. 
However, as we also mentioned, architects have 
always formed part of huge structures, whether they 
be the academic system at the service of the royal 
commissions or the civil servants’ body at the ser-
vice of the state. In point of fact what leads to the 
final collapse of authors is the disappearance of cli-
ents. It is no coincidence that the renewed interest 
in users shown by architects such as the Smithsons 
or Cedric Price should surface precisely when cli-
ents are beginning to change their form. Whether a 
large corporation or a public administration body, it 
is clients who have become faceless structures and 
it is through authorship, the main attribute of the 
building, that faceless clients want to be represented 
when they commission an important work. From 
the Seagram Building to the Agbar Tower, questions 
on authors become questions on clients.
When speaking of Charles Eames’s diagram we 
criticised the vagueness of an area assigned to the 
‘interests of the client’. Our criticism was well based 
because we know that the author of the diagram was 
quite familiar with productive and corporate envi-
ronments, being as he was a product designer and 
working as he did in the country where this trans-
formation from architecture to product began more 
intensely. We have spoken previously of the Case 
Study Houses, architecture that is often designed 
without a client or a site in mind, much as one de-
signs a chair or produces, as Charles Eames did, five 
thousand splints for the United States army. The 
product, be it a lamp or a car, can exist anywhere. 
Rather than the disdain of the author, the conver-
sion of architecture into product could perhaps ex-
plain why we often associate auteur design with a 
lack of consideration of context.
In point of fact, the transformation of architec-
ture into product and the inattentiveness to place 
form a part of a very old process. The industrialisa-
tion of construction procedures over the nineteenth 
century, the appearance of new materials, the de-
crease in costs and a substantial reduction in work-
ing deadlines didn’t just make the site the most sta-
ble element of the building, but allowed the site to be 
conceived apart from the building. And, of course, 
the building apart from the site. In the words of Neil 
Smith, ‘the building as merchandise’.15 Despite the 
transformations, the canonical histories of modern 
architecture have been built on the simulation of a 
client who doesn’t change. We all know who Mrs 
Farnsworth is, how Mrs Millard earnt her living, the 
luxury in which the Steins lived. Apparently little 
princes at a 1/20 scale. Yet we should look elsewhere. 
At Le Corbusier’s Cité Frugès what we find confus-
ing is the client. Not the majority of users of course, 
those poor devils mistreated by history for having 
placed balustrades and pediments on the flat roof. It 
is not even the industrialist Frugès, developer of the 
project. Quite likely, the ‘client’ is the need asphalt 
products have of finding a showcase—the famous 
flat roof. With industrialisation, Louis XIV and Ju-
lius II ceased to be clients commissioning houses to 
become an industry desirous of selling its products.
Insofar as auteur designs are goods that need to 
create empathy among the public they are meant for, 
as said we understand the need to build branding 
on a charismatic face. If not so long ago an all too 
explicit authorship was considered obscene, now it is 
this simulated authorship that guarantees the (com-
mercial or publicity) success of the promoter who 
has decided to invest in an auteur project.
The Guggenheim in Bilbao is still the most para-
digmatic case. Despite the administrative and polit-
ical irregularities that emerged before the project got 
under way (especially the institutional sabotage of 
Jorge Oteiza’s project for La Alhóndiga cultural cen-
tre in Bilbao),16 the building is perfect—perfect be-
cause it is technically perfect, and perfect because it 
is extremely expensive, which, at the end of the day, 
is what the city’s cultural administrators wanted 
people to know (the propaganda of all palaces al-
ways included a mention of their exorbitant cost). 
To accuse Frank Gehry of being subjective and over-
priced would be a mistake. He produces the goods 
required from him. And insofar as the user is the 
general public and not the client, the decisions of the 
agents involved should be validated by the success 
of the project, Frank Gehry didn’t design a building 
made to measure but a custom-made prêt-à-porter 
liked by everyone. A fit as perfect as a pair of Levi’s 
with a visible label. This doesn’t rule out the fact that 
certain features of the building, some of which are 
present in other works by Gehry, may also refer to 
the museum’s surroundings: the descent to the estu-
ary, the experience of the promontory and the reflec-
tive materials under changing weather conditions 
and, above all, the tons of iron that hark back to the 
site’s industrial past. The designer works happily and 
with conviction in an area in which the interests of 
clients, designs and the market overlap. Today it is 
the investors that identify architects who turn their 
names into brands and produce goods, not the other 
way around. As in Hollywood in the forties or Lon-
don in the sixties, the severity of the market doesn’t 
stop sparks flying from time to time. 
15 Neil Smith, The New Urban Frontier: Gentrification and the 
Revanchist City, Routledge, London, 1996. See in particular 
pages 111 to 118.
16 On the circumstances surrounding the commission see A. M. 
Guasch, ‘Museos globales versus artistas locales. Paradojas 
de la identidad entre lo global y lo local,’ in A. M. Guasch and 
J. Zulaika  (coord.), Aprendiendo del Guggenheim de Bilbao, 
Akal, Madrid, 2007, pp. 208-212.
1 Le Corbusier, Cité Frugés transformed by its inhabitants. Image taken 
from the blog Portfolio (fr) de Thibaud Loegler – Etudiant en architecture. 
[Accessed: 30 August 2014]. Available at: http://bit.ly/1rHsU7i. 
5  Frank Gehry, The Guggenheim Museum. Photo: Ramon Faura.
2928
